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CHAPTER 1



Cord


Five Years Earlier


WHEN SHE WALKED OUT THE DOOR, THE SCENT OF her lingered in the air like a reminder of the what-ifs burrowing into my head, and I stared at the set of house keys on my desk. The two identical cuts sat side by side, the light reflecting on the surface of the metal. Since Pearl had made her choice, I needed to let her walk away and set off on the path she’d chosen. I needed to give up on all the nights under the stars, and the feel of her skin dusted with sand, and my pathetic heart. I knew that, but I was still on my feet and halfway to the door before the sound of her heels on the tile had faded.


“Wait,” I called out. The overhead lighting against the dark sky outside the office windows was like a muted spotlight making the white of her shirt that much brighter against her skin. Her gaze had traveled back down the hall toward my door, and our eyes met for an instant. “Pearl. Wait.”


At my approach, she turned, giving me her back and a view of the nape of her neck, the soft and supple skin I’d wanted to kiss a hundred times. “I don’t think we have anything else to say to each other.”


My instinct was to step back, to walk away and let her go. But damnit, this was Pearl. I shifted so I was close enough to feel the warmth of her body and waited for her to pull away. I was basically asking for the pain of more rejection, but then she shifted toward me, one tiny, incremental movement, and I slid my fingertips down her biceps, the contact between us like a thousand micro shock waves on my skin. “Will you look at me?” I didn’t stop the slide of my fingertips over her arms. “Please.”


Her eyes met mine and held when she turned to face me, resignation in her voice. “What’s left to say?”


“I just want to know one thing,” I said. A crease settled between her brows and I gently wrapped my hand around her wrist, raising it so we could both see her tattoo. “Your heart.” I grazed my thumb across her wrist, pausing on the third star inked there. “If it spoke louder than your head, what would it say right now?”


“Cord, what does it matter?”


I lifted her wrist higher in response, breaking eye contact with her to examine the stars I’d memorized while hoping for something more between us. “It matters to me.” I spoke against the tattoo, my lips brushing over her skin, and I could feel the hitch of her breath.


“It doesn’t matter what my heart would say, because . . .” Pearl brushed hair off my forehead, the contact making me close my eyes for a second. This was the moment. This was our moment, and I didn’t want to lose it. Behind her, the doors to the elevator opened, but she didn’t move as we continued to search each other’s faces. The words hung between us, unfinished, while she brushed the same spot again and then slid her fingers into my hair. “Because my heart is unreliable.”


Our lips were a breath apart in the empty lobby, but the whole space felt full, full of everything I knew we both wanted, everything we could be. My voice was low when I spoke. “Nothing about you is unreliable.” I drew her closer, and the soft way she leaned into me felt both familiar and brand-new.


“I should listen to my head.” She stepped back, not letting go. “I need to listen to my head.”


With her back against the wall, I inched closer, my hand now firmly at her waist. “But what would your heart say?” Pearl wore delicate diamond studs that gently scratched my lip when I spoke near her ear. “Because it should get a say.”


“Cord . . .” She let my name hang there. I don’t know if she moved first or I did, but then our mouths met, lips and tongues melding in the way I’d imagined for so long. The kiss deepened, and my whole body reacted to every move of her soft lips. The way she held me, fingers digging in, made me feel claimed in the best way.


“Don’t go,” I panted, breaking the kiss and then taking her mouth again, holding her lower back to pull her flush against me. When she rocked her hips, soft meeting hard, I groaned, needing more. “Stay with me.” I trailed my lips down her jaw before finding her lips again, my palm at her neck to hold her to me.


Pearl deepened the kiss, her fingers in my hair like an answer, but then she stepped back, eyes wide and the pulse in her neck throbbing. “It’s too risky.” She fumbled behind her and pushed the down button as I regained my senses.


“What? No. I don’t understand.” My heart pounded, and I shook my head as if rebooting this moment.


When the doors opened behind her, I thought about reaching out, of pulling her back into the kiss, but she’d stepped out of reach on purpose. “If I could put heart first for anyone, Cord, it would have been you.” She took two steps backward into the waiting car.


“But . . . but it can be me.” I wished I had more practice fighting, because I wanted to fight for her, get her footsteps to move toward me and not away, but my head still spun from that kiss. “You can put your heart first with me right now.”


“It’s not what I need. I don’t want . . . I can’t want this. You know I can’t.” Pearl shook her head as the doors began to close. “But I wish I could.”


By the time I lunged forward, my brain connecting with my body, the doors had shut and I was left in the empty lobby, with the imprint of her kiss on my lips and every muscle in my body poised to follow her and fight for this. But she didn’t want to fight, and she was already gone. Still, I waited for the doors to open, holding my breath in hopes she’d change her mind.


I waited a long time, staring at my warped reflection in the elevator doors before deciding I would never wait like that again and never put myself in a situation where I wanted to.










CHAPTER 2



Pearl


Present Day


AS I FLIPPED OVER MY PHONE, THE THIN GOLD bracelet on my wrist caught the light, the chain cutting through the four small stars tattooed on my wrist.




Shea: Show me the dress.


Pearl: I’m not taking a selfie. I’m in the middle of the first big social event of my career.


Shea: I know you look bangable.


Pearl: Bangable isn’t my aim. I’m working right now.


Shea: Your aim lacks creativity. This is why I’m the fun sister.





I brushed my fingers against the smooth satin of the gold floor-length gown before slipping my phone into my clutch and closing it with a gentle, satisfying snap. The wash of the cool breeze from the air-conditioning swept over the exposed skin at my back, and I straightened at the prickling sensation. The room swirled with people, and before I stepped back into the hall, I surveyed the countless donors and supporters in formal wear.


On the far side of the room, Ellie Dawson laughed with a trio of people in their seventies. The two of us had started in our new roles a few weeks earlier, and I knew in the coming years we’d compete to secure a promotion to director when the current director retired. After five years in California, I’d come back to Chicago for the right job and to leave the wrong man. Ironic, since what I thought was the right job took me to the West Coast in the first place, even though it had been impossibly hard to leave. Now I was focused on OurCode. Taking another deep breath, I reminded myself that this was the job. After everything I’d gone through to get to this point, this room and these new faces were an essential part of my next steps, and I couldn’t afford for anything to distract me.


I stepped inside and reviewed my game plan for the evening, particularly who I was supposed to connect with based on our pre-gala preparations. OurCode, like other programs designed to encourage kids with traditionally marginalized identities to take an interest in coding and careers in tech, had support across the industry and a solid reputation. The assembled crowd had paid a thousand dollars a head to attend and would donate more to support the program’s expansion to serve more kids in more ways. That expansion was a priority for the board and my boss, Kendra, and the gala was going to be the launching pad for our new plans. I scanned the room for Kendra again. It was odd that she hadn’t arrived yet.


“Pearl, a minute?” The chairperson of the OurCode board touched my elbow. Kevin wore a tux, his entire look put together, except for a deep crease between his brows. He was also the CEO of Kaleidescape, a cybersecurity company whose stock had risen fast, and he wore a harried expression on his face.


“Sure.”


He waved Ellie over as well, and we walked toward a corner of the ballroom, where he waved off any pleasantries. “Kendra isn’t coming tonight.”


To my right, Ellie stilled, her shock seeming to register along with mine. “What?” and “Why?” came from us at the same time.


“I can’t get into the details for legal reasons, but she has resigned from OurCode, effective immediately.” Kevin’s tone was hushed, and both of us leaned forward.


“She quit?” Ellie’s voice was a hiss, and she shook her head as if trying to slot the new information into existing grooves in her brain.


The impatience that bled into his tone made it clear he wasn’t planning to give us any further information. “She is no longer affiliated with the program.”


I intentionally took a slow breath before speaking, the combined weight of the bodies behind us suddenly making me feel claustrophobic. “There are hundreds of people here expecting to learn about the future of the program. We arranged everything around Kendra making those announcements. What are we going to do?” In my head, I pictured the detailed plans we’d spent weeks on, the speech we’d crafted, the hours spent toiling over the right wording and how to frame the strategic goals.


“One of you will have to give the speech.” He still looked like he’d rather be anywhere else.


“That will raise red flags,” Ellie said. “Can you do it as chair?”


Kevin ignored her question. “Neither of you knows the speech?”


My stomach dropped, and I pulled my sweaty palms away from the fabric of my dress. “I know the speech, but . . .”


“Okay, well, Pearl, you do it. Come Monday, we’ll figure the rest out. You can do it, right?”


I glanced to my left, expecting Ellie to step in, to take the spotlight, but she’d literally taken a step back, so I returned my gaze to Kevin. “I could, but wouldn’t it be better coming from you or another board member?” Or someone who isn’t petrified by the idea of standing on a stage.


He glanced over my shoulder, a polished expression returning to his features when he made eye contact with someone else. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.” He held up a hand to whoever had caught his eye. “We’ll touch base afterward. Excuse me.”


He left us standing in unsteady silence, and Ellie turned to me. “What the hell just happened?”


Just me volunteering to speak in front of three hundred people because our boss is mysteriously gone. I took another quick breath, knowing I didn’t get to lose it, not in this space and not in this room.


Ellie’s tone was doubtful, and I realized our moment of shared uncertainty was already over. “Are you sure you can give the speech?”


Even though I wasn’t, her tone irked me. “I don’t have a choice.” And it’s not like you stepped up. I gave her a slight smile and searched the stage for the notebook containing a printout of the speech along with reference materials. That notebook contained everything I’d need to cram before getting onstage and coming face-to-face with my fear of public speaking, and I reluctantly left Ellie to mingle with donors while I prepared.


Once I sat backstage with the binder, I let myself freak out, now that there was no one around I needed to think I was bulletproof. I’d never been one to let my guard down at work, certainly not in this new position. The only time I had was when I worked at FitMi, and even then, it was really just with one person.


Cord’s face filled my mind. His sable-brown eyes and long lashes—lashes many people would kill for—and his hair that was always a little too long, falling over his face and tempting me to brush it back, the wayward strands begging for my fingers. He could have been the right man for me in a different universe. Cord told me once that he’d give me a sign if he was in the room and I had to do something hard. He’d met my eyes and told me I could speak directly to him, and he’d be smiling. I sipped from my glass of wine and grinned at the memory. He’d been so sure that if I ever had to be on a stage, he’d be there to support me. That was when the idea of us as a couple was a fantasy I only allowed myself to entertain when there was time to wrestle my heart and imagination back under control. That was before there was a real chance and then a real choice. And it was before I made that choice.


He’d been my boss, then we’d been friends, and one night, I’d given in to the urge to brush the hair off his face, and we’d almost been so much more. Now he was nothing, and we hadn’t spoken in years. I let my eyes fall closed, the sounds of the hum of conversation and smatterings of laughter rising over the din of the bustling hall. They were all going to be staring at me. My neck heated, and the dress felt too small, but there was no choice—I couldn’t go back to Kevin and tell him I couldn’t do it or that I was scared.


I opened my eyes and read through the speech again, even though I didn’t need to. I’d written it and practically had it memorized. I did not know what would happen in the organization without Kendra, but three weeks into a new job, I didn’t intend to be the weak link. Ellie was hoping I’d at least stumble, giving her the upper hand.


Not today.


The lights dimmed, and the volume rose with the sounds of people moving toward seats. I imagined a sea of black tuxes spotted with colorful gowns and pastel satin moving between the tables like water, everyone full of dinner and cocktails. After a quick check-in with the student speaker I’d be introducing, I smoothed my hair, checking my edges, then rested a palm on my stomach and took another slow breath. Okay.


My fingers shook as I clutched the notebook, and the memory of Cord’s too-long hair and baritone voice once again filled my head. Speak to me. I’ll be smiling.


I decided I would still picture him—even though I’d made sure he would never actually be there—and I stepped out onto the stage.










CHAPTER 3



Cord


“THANKS FOR COMING WITH ME TONIGHT.” ABBY smiled over one bare shoulder as we stepped into the elevator.


We’d both been focused on our phones until the play of light off their dress caught my eye. I watched the precise way Abby moved and tucked the phone away, and the movement made me think of someone else from my past. They were both smart and funny, but even though we’d been seeing each other for several months, Abby didn’t invade my thoughts like Pearl had. I appreciated that. It was freeing not to be consumed by someone else. It was why I’d closed that door in my mind years earlier. Another couple joined us, and I stepped closer. “My place tonight?” I asked in a low voice.


“Maybe. I have an early yoga class.” Abby started talking to someone they knew in a purple gown and linked their fingers with mine. We’d been hooking up and hanging out for months—a handhold wasn’t that intimate, but it felt settled and committed, something I didn’t plan to be. That was something I’d given up wanting years ago.


I caught my reflection. With my hand in my pocket and wearing a tux, I almost didn’t recognize myself. Standing there with Abby on my arm, I looked like someone who was comfortable in this kind of environment and not like someone wishing this night were already over. I glanced around the car, taking in the mirrored reflection from all angles and tuning out the conversation. I never stepped into an elevator anymore without thinking about Pearl, even after five years. And I could almost picture the way her heels would accentuate her legs and how her subtle scent would fill the small space. I’d moved on and learned my lesson about falling so hard, but elevators always brought back memories.


“Earth to Cord?” Abby nudged me, still smiling. The doors had opened, and the other two couples were ahead, moving toward the sounds from the ballroom filtering into the hall.


“Sorry.”


Abby slid an arm through mine and teased me good-naturedly. “I demand you stop thinking about work. Give yourself a night off.”


It was normally a good guess. Work always seemed to be taking over every thought, even when I was doing things I enjoyed. Even when I was spending time with Abby. We were the same that way, and it was why we worked well together.


“Sure. Of course. Sorry, Ab.” A jazz ensemble version of “Fly Me to the Moon” was the background to the buzz of conversations as we walked into the crowded room.


Abby had volunteered for OurCode for more than a year, mentoring a high school student interested in coding. They’d tried to convince me for months to volunteer, too, and pushed me as far as signing up and going through the initial background check, but I always begged off finishing the training—I didn’t have the time, and I didn’t particularly like teenagers. I hadn’t liked teenagers when I was a teenager. The least I could do was attend this fundraiser and donate.


I brushed my forehead—an old habit, only my hair was shorter now and pushed back off my face. I glanced around and stifled the urge to shove my hand in my pocket. Mingling and small talk over cocktails were part of my life now, and luckily my date was skilled at the talking part, moving from group to group, introducing me, and then leading the conversation. Screens hanging from the ceiling showed pictures of kids in the program, along with inspiring quotes. It wasn’t as if the dearth of women and Black and Brown people in coding and programming was new to me. Before moving into a management role, I’d been in the trenches—usually trenches full of guys who looked like me.


“And Cord is—” Abby’s voice cut into my thoughts, and I jerked my head back to the conversation. My adoring partner gave me one of their chiding looks—that was about as critical as the looks ever were. This one meant pay attention. “Cord heads up FitMi, the fitness app.” Abby glanced from person to person, reading their faces.


I nodded, giving the expected smile. “Yep, that’s me.”


“I’ve been trying to get him involved with OurCode for ages, right, honey?”


I hated the pet name, and my tie felt too tight around my neck. The name had been used a few times lately, and it was a reminder that I needed to cut this off before things got serious. “Yeah.”


The three people all pounced in a chorus of “Yes!” and “You should!” and I smiled awkwardly until they returned to their conversation, though none of them seemed to notice my discomfort.


I was subtly counting the sections in the ceiling when a tap on my shoulder pulled me out of it. “Matthews, I thought I saw you come in.”


“Hey, man. How are you?” I shook hands with Kevin Corbin. We’d started in IT around the same time, two green software developers at the bottom of the hierarchy. We’d never been friends, exactly, but we shared beers every now and again and were friendly at work. Back then, it seemed unfathomable that we’d run into each other at something like this.


“Can I borrow you for a minute?”


We stepped to the side, and he held up his glass of scotch. “You want anything?”


I waved the offer away. “What’s up?”


“You remember when I took the fall for the issues with the FreeWall project back in the day?”


I chuckled at the memory. There’d been four of us working together and deciding to take risks that didn’t pay off. Corbin took the bullet when the project’s management team came down on us for our massive mistake, born of overconfidence and misplaced dreams of glory. “You finally calling in your favor?”


He took a swig from his glass and nodded. “In a big way. I need you to join the board for this thing,” he said, motioning around the room.


I followed his hand as if it would give me more information. “For . . . OurCode? Why?”


“Keep this between us, okay?”


I nodded. “Sure.”


“We had to ask for the immediate resignation of the executive director this afternoon. She was screwing a board member.”


“Wow. You fired her on the spot?”


“There were . . . additional factors that tipped my hand. This is going to get out, probably soon, and I need someone else I trust on the board to make sure the ship sails straight through this.”


I took in his expression, the exhaustion around the eyes. I wanted to help the guy, but glancing around at the over-the-top self-congratulating happening around the room, I was pretty sure this wasn’t for me. “Oh, wow. I . . . don’t really have time.”


Kevin scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “I know, and I’m begging.” He grinned and lowered his voice. “This is PR gold. Press from that most-eligible-bachelor-in-tech thing must be wearing off, right? Though it looks like you need no help in that department.” He motioned to Abby, and I wished I had a drink in my hand.


“Don’t remind me about that article,” I joked. That was the first and last time I ever let FitMi communications people talk me into discussing my personal life for print. Once was all it took to have people seeking me out, though. Overnight, I’d gone from a lovesick recluse stuck on Pearl to a guy committed to moving on. And on. And then on again. My elderly neighbor told me she’d looked it up, and I was a textbook serial monogamist. I’d really just been chasing a high I never quite reached, and it took me a while to realize it wasn’t worth chasing. The last few years, I’d committed to the kinds of arrangements Abby and I had. Casual. Fun. No risk of upending my life or making myself spiral for someone else.


I was working out how to get out of Kevin’s request when the lights flashed and the crowd shifted toward their tables. Abby waved from our table nearby, motioning to my empty chair.


“Excuse me,” Kevin said, clapping my shoulder and nodding to someone across the room. “Think about it, okay? We can talk later this week.”


We went our separate ways and I strode toward the table, figuring out how to turn him down. I didn’t have time to add another thing to my workload, and I definitely didn’t want to volunteer to step into some organization on the brink of scandal caused by mismanagement.


Kevin stepped to the stage as the lights fell, and he introduced himself and began a brief history of the program, a series of slides scrolling behind him. I let my mind wander to possible excuses—I was in the middle of expanding programs and services. The house still needed work, and Kevin should consider asking someone other than a white man. If he was worried about appearances, that would look better, anyway, and definitely be better in the long run. I crafted what I’d say to let him down easy, maybe who I’d recommend in my stead.


Everyone applauded. Kevin stepped back as the speaker for the evening stepped from the wings, and I froze. I noticed the line of her calf peeking through the slit in the dress. Pearl’s voice filled the room, and I nearly choked on my drink. I couldn’t believe it. She was right here in front of me, and it instantly brought me back to the very first time I saw her. Even then, standing in that elevator, I had an inkling I’d never be the same, and all these years later, I knew that moment had changed something in me permanently.










CHAPTER 4



Cord


Eight Years Earlier


I RAN ACROSS THE LOBBY, SLIDING MY HAND BEtween the closing doors and hoping the sensor picked up the motion in time. I really needed that hand for coding and a lot of other things as a single guy. The Mountain Dew in my Big Gulp sloshed and my Chucks slid along the tile floor. Why anyone would willingly choose to wear a suit to work was beyond me, and I’d thrown away my khakis the minute it was official that we owned this business. My best friend and business partner told me I’d regret it, but he was wrong. Throwing away those clothes had been the best decision I’d ever made. And whether it was luck or talent or a combination of both, things had been going well since then.


Luck was on my side again, and the doors sprang back open at my wave, revealing a tall figure. The name on their badge was obscured but their pronouns and “Guest” were visible. She wore a pencil skirt that fell past her knees. It went straight down, and my vision snagged on the spot where it ended and the utter perfection of her calves. I wasn’t sure I’d ever noticed a woman’s calves before. It felt illicit to find them so appealing and to trace the lines of her leg up to the hem of the skirt. “Uh, sorry about that,” I said, stepping inside. “Running late and didn’t want to wait for the next one.”


She’d glanced back down at her padfolio with a dismissive nod. “No problem.”


I didn’t recognize her, and I would have remembered seeing her before. She looked like an actor, with skin the color of a latte, but that comparison felt wrong—I didn’t want to consume her. I wanted to learn all the colors that existed so I could describe how her skin looked warm and smooth. Her braids were pulled into a bun I immediately wanted to undo. Who is this woman? She looked like someone who had her life together, who never second-guessed herself.


I reached for the keypad to punch my floor, but twenty-three was already illuminated. I glanced back at her, keeping my tone casual. “Are you visiting the FitMi offices?” I sipped from my straw as the elevator inched up. From experience, I knew we’d stop on at least four floors before reaching our destination, and I’d never been so thankful for the delay.


She nodded without looking up, studying her notes closely.


“Interview?” Wes had said something about interviewing assistants today, and I wished I’d paid closer attention. Part of me hoped she bombed her interview. I might work up the courage to ask for her number on the elevator ride down if she wasn’t employed by my company, but one glance at her set jaw and straight spine and I had the feeling she’d never bombed an interview in her life.


She finally looked up, meeting my eyes briefly as I stepped closer to her to make room for two people in suits entering the car. “Yes, interview.” She was unimpressed by my jeans and hoodie and probably thought I was an intern or lost. “You?”


“Just a normal day for me.” I’d never minded looking like an intern until that moment, when I wanted to be the guy she noticed, the guy who looked like someone who should stand next to her. I brushed my hair off my face. I was perpetually overdue for a haircut. “Can’t you tell from my three-piece suit?”


“I’m not sure that counts as a suit.” A ghost of a smile crossed her lips, and holy hell, I wanted to make her do that again.


“That’s where you’re wrong.” I pointed to my jeans. “Pants. Jacket.” I tugged on the sleeve of the sweatshirt before unzipping it and pointing to my T-shirt. “Shirt.” I’d chosen a black one with the outline of a wagon and oxen, reading YOU HAVE DIED OF DYSENTERY.


Her eyes were back on her notes, but she smiled again, her full lips curving. “But a three-piece suit has a vest.”


“Damn. You’re right. Next time, I’ll have a vest.” I held out my hand. “I’m Cord.” I was already imagining how soft the skin above her collarbone must feel.


“Pearl.” She took my hand, her shake firm. Her voice had this breathy quality. It was subtle, like a whisper on top of her normal voice. “It’s nice to meet you, Cord.”


I immediately loved how my name sounded from her lips and wanted to hear it again and again and again. I imagined her saying it sweetly in my arms and breathlessly in my bed, and by the time the doors opened on the twenty-third floor and I watched Pearl walk toward the FitMi reception desk, I was fucked.










CHAPTER 5



Pearl


Present Day


I STEPPED OFF THE STAGE AND LET OUT A SLOW breath as my nerves recalibrated. The applause had faded into the omnipresent dull hum of conversation, but awards had been given, volunteers recognized, and I’d laid out some of the strategic plans for the organization to expand and to become more inclusive. It wasn’t Cord I’d been talking to, but thinking of him got me through the speech, and I’d only stumbled a few times.


Questions were surely swirling about what Kendra’s departure meant for the organization, and there were at least four donors I needed to reassure directly, but Kevin called my name. “Pearl. A minute?” He waved from near the stage, his head and arms raising above the crowd. I didn’t really have time—this was all scheduled out—but I smiled and walked toward him, taking a glass of wine from a passing server to have something in my hands.


As I neared, the crowd around Kevin thinned, and only one person stood with his back to me, a tall man with broad shoulders that tapered to a trim waist, his tux tailored to his frame.


Kevin smiled and motioned to the man standing next to him. “I want you to meet someone.”


My breath hitched. His hair was shorter, chest broader, and he was dressed way better than when I’d known him, but those impossibly long lashes . . . “Cord.”


His eyes locked on mine and his smile seemed to fill his face. “Pearl.” He didn’t look surprised to see me. In fact, his gaze was somewhere between assessing and remembering, and I felt my temperature rise. “You were great up there,” he said, motioning to the stage without taking his eyes from mine.


I tilted my head, a hundred questions I wanted to ask flitting through my mind.


“I didn’t realize you two knew each other,” Kevin said with his polished smile. “That’s even better.”


Cord pulled his gaze from mine. Maybe it had only been a moment. It felt like hours, like a throwback to every moment in the past when we’d looked at each other for a beat too long. “Pearl used to work at FitMi.” His gaze flicked back to me, and I felt like I was in the topsy-turvy version of my own life.


“A long time ago,” I added, looking for a reason to break eye contact with Cord and focus on Kevin and the event around us.


Kevin patted him on the shoulder. “Cord and I go way back, and he’s going to be stepping onto the board.”


When I turned, Cord’s eyes were on me, focused on my face like he was trying to memorize it. He said nothing—he had always taken a brief silence to figure out the right thing to say. It was something I’d appreciated at work and then slowly fallen in love with.


“The board. Wow, that’s wonderful,” I said, shaking off the memories of the last time he’d looked at me like that, the last time we’d ever spoken.


He gave a tentative smile, the half one where one side of his mouth tipped up. The smile made me feel something fluttery and quite the opposite of cool and collected. It made me feel like reaching to brush his hair off his face, even though it was slicked back and not at all out of place.


“It’s been a while since you were at FitMi, right?” Kevin’s voice interrupted my inappropriate mental swoon. “I remember Kendra saying she hired you from California.”


“Five years,” Cord said. He glanced at Kevin, his expression changing, shifting to something professional and cordial. We were roughly the same age, and I’d known him in his twenties, but I had the oddest feeling I was seeing Cord all grown up, all grown into himself. It was in the way he rolled back his shoulders and how he stood, looking like he’d gained all the confidence in the world in the last five years.


Kevin looked at me curiously when I didn’t respond.


“It seems like yesterday,” I said, holding out my hand once social graces returned to my consciousness. “It’s good to see you again.”


As soon as Cord’s palm met mine, I was slammed with memories of the way his fingers felt against me, and my stomach fluttered again. Damnit, Cord.


I worried the touch would last too long, that I’d feel too much, but almost as soon as his hand was around mine, he pulled back, leaving me cold. “It’s been too long,” he said, stepping back and putting some distance between us.


“You’ll probably work closely with Pearl.” Kevin looked over my shoulder to search the ballroom, and I stole a glance at Cord, whose eyes met mine again. Kevin was oblivious, which made me hesitate and look away quickly. Maybe those long, lingering glances were in my head. Surely they were. It had been years, after all, and we hadn’t ever really been anything. I dragged my eyes back to his. Right?


“Well, you already know how successful FitMi has been, and my man here is going to bring his expertise to the board. I’d like for you to get him caught up. I know you’re pretty new, but make sure Cord has what he needs to make a difference.”


I nodded. “Of course. I’d be happy to.”


Kevin clapped his hands. “Great.” He reached out to shake Cord’s hand and then mine. “Pearl, nice work tonight. My assistant will schedule a time for us to talk first thing on Monday. Will you excuse me?”


Before either Cord or I could respond, Kevin was waving to someone in the crowd and walking off to greet them, which left us alone.


Cord slid a hand in his pocket. “I guess you got over your fear of public speaking.”


“Not at all.” I shook my head with a smile. “How do you remember that?”


He shrugged, the boyish expression I remembered so well crossing his face. “I just do.”


I motioned to his chest, remembering how it had once felt pressed against me and wondering if he would feel different now, after so much time had gone by. “Still no vest,” I said, loving the way his lips tipped up again.


“I would have worn it if I knew you’d be—”


“There you are.” A blond in a periwinkle dress joined us, a hand grazing over Cord’s arm. Willowy and tall, they looked at him adoringly, eyes wide with uncomplicated affection.


I took a step back, realizing we were standing too close. It had been so easy to slide back into our old comfortable rapport that it was easy to forget where we were and how much had changed.


“I’m Abby.” They extended a hand with a wide smile. “I volunteer with the program as a mentor, and I’m so excited about everything you laid out.” I swallowed and strove for composure but scanned my mental guest list. Abby Stiller, she/they pronouns, a software developer at Lucite Technologies. Cord was dating someone who shared his love of coding. That fit. This was the type of person I always expected him to end up with.


“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, returning their smile. “And thank you for volunteering.”


“I love it.” There was a slight gush in their voice and pinkness in their cheeks. Maybe it was the wine, or maybe they were just naturally cheery. “I’ve been trying to get him to volunteer forever.” They elbowed him playfully, and the tone was easygoing, but the familiarity of it reminded me that I was on the outside where Cord was concerned.


“I guess you finally won him over.”


The crease between his eyebrows appeared, and he shifted his own gaze, locking with mine and then looking at Abby.


“What do you mean?” They tilted their head in a way that was cute and nice. I had an unreasonable desire to befriend this person and also pull their hair. So three cheers for maturity.


“Kevin talked me into joining the board of directors,” Cord said casually, focused on Abby, with a sweet smile. That one was new—I didn’t remember it. I took another small step back, swallowing a lump of emotion because I used to know all Cord’s smiles.


Abby wrapped their arms around his waist. “Honey! That’s great!”


I looked away, embarrassed to watch this affection and convincing myself that was the only reason.


Cord’s hand fell to Abby’s back in such a familiar way that I had to remind myself I shouldn’t care. “Kevin called in a favor.”


“We’ll be glad to have you,” I said. Our eyes met again, and I bit my lip, wishing I could make a joke to cut the tension simmering between us. “Abby, it was wonderful to meet you. Cord, so good to see you again. Will you excuse me?”


I stepped away, leaving the couple to celebrate together. Abby’s hand snaked around Cord’s waist, and it didn’t escape my notice that they looked happy, like a matching set.


“Pearl.” Cord stepped forward, Abby coming with him. He wasn’t calling out; his voice was casual, but the sound of my name on his lips made me feel more things I didn’t have time for, like how once upon a time I had felt like we could be something. Like how once upon a time I’d turned him down and regretted it. Like how the sound of my name on his lips made me want to be the kind of woman who could put her heart before her head. “Maybe we could have lunch early in the week. It would be good to catch up.”


I nodded, trying not to notice the way Abby’s arm looked comfortable around him. I wondered what he felt like now—he was broader and bulkier. He looked good in a tuxedo, too, but I missed the hoodie and Converse. In some ways, I wouldn’t have recognized him, but when our eyes met again, I reversed my thoughts. I would have recognized Cord’s eyes anywhere. “Looking forward to it,” I said.


One side of his mouth tipped up, and his eyes were bright. “Me, too.”


Walking away, I heard Abby’s voice and reminded myself that his smiles weren’t mine to claim—they never had been. Even if he had offered them to me, I’d given them up five years earlier, and it was clear to me now that I’d have to get my body’s reactions to him in check before we began to work together again.










CHAPTER 6



Cord


“WELL, CORD,” LOU SAID OVER THE FENCE. “THIS is a mess.” My neighbor waved one of her tiny hands in my direction, motioning to the overgrown vegetable garden. I actually wasn’t sure I could call it a vegetable garden anymore. Save the memory of some overripe carrots, it was mostly a weed garden now, but the density and variety of weeds were impressive.


“Yeah,” I said, giving up and standing to my full height. I brushed my hands over my thighs, trying to clean the dirt off my hands. “It’s not great.”


“It was that leggy one who planted it, wasn’t it?”


I winced at the memory of kneeling in the dirt with Gabriela, deciding where to put the seeds she’d picked out. That breakup hadn’t been pleasant. She’d thrown that year’s tiny harvest at me on her way out. “Few years ago.”


She nodded, still examining the patch of weeds. “That’s right. That’s right. She was after the one with that dog. The yappy one.”


“Amber. Yeah. Excellent memory.” I wiped my arm across my brow and crossed to the fence, ignoring the doghouse that was alongside my back deck. I’d meant to do something with it but never gotten around to getting rid of it.


“I thought it was Gimlet.”


“The dog was Gimlet. Amber was the . . . girlfriend.” I stumbled on the last word. “Anything I can do for you, Lou?” I didn’t particularly want to dig into the sad attempts at real relationships that had left me with this mishmash of a backyard.


“Nah,” she said, leaning against the fence. “Just checking out your lawn.”


I hoped she didn’t comment on the hot tub my most recent girlfriend had insisted I buy and have installed so we could entertain. Tala had had plans to make me more social and had also been the last woman I’d tried and failed to have something special with. The hot tub was a rarely used reminder of my resolution to keep my relationships casual and entanglement-free. Luckily Lou charged ahead, not giving me time to ruminate on any past regrets.


“You know, kid, your yard’s like a graveyard of old loves. Anyone ever told you that?” She didn’t give me time to respond, which wasn’t out of the ordinary. “I mean, when you first moved in, it was a new girl every few months, and now I think I’m the only consistent woman in your life.” She laughed, a full belly laugh, and added, “And you couldn’t keep up with me in the bedroom, kid.”


I leaned on the fence. “You know I’d try, though. Right, Lou?”


“Did you ever like gardening or dogs or hot tub parties?”


I hadn’t. Something Tala pointed out when she told me I was a textbook people pleaser. It wasn’t a label I’d liked or something I wanted to get into with Lou, so I attempted a subject change. “Do you want me to take your trash cans out to the curb?”


“That would be nice. Thank you,” Lou said, relenting for a moment. “So, why keep all this stuff around?”


The stuff was a reminder of how easy it was to fall into things, a reminder I worried I still needed, though admitting that would lead to a longer conversation with my neighbor than I wanted right now. My ideal yard was one where I could lie out and look at the sky, something I knew deep down right after I bought the place. I didn’t have a good response to Lou’s question, but I’d lived next door to her long enough to know I didn’t need one as she was working toward a point. I’d met her the day I moved in five years earlier, when she’d pointed out that my front steps needed replacing and that the previous owners had neglected the front lawn, and then she’d brought me a pan of the best lasagna I’d ever had. She was never short on opinions or care.


“Kid, you’re one of those love-to-be-in-love people. I can spot that a mile away. My first husband was like that. Loved being in love, but he loved it so much, he just always went with what I wanted. Never put up a fight or took a stand. You were like that when I met you.”


I took a step toward the gate, hoping she’d walk with me and I could escape this interrogation by taking her trash cans to the curb. She walked with me but kept talking.


“But I think one of those girls hurt you bad, ’cause now, seems to me, you’re kind of scared of falling for anyone.” She paused as I left my yard and crossed to her property, leading me around the house. “Are you happy with that yard?”


“Yard is a work in progress. But the rest of the house is almost done being renovated.” I grabbed the handle on the molded plastic to pull the bin to the curb. “And how do you know I’m not holding out hope for you and me to give it a go?”


She laughed again. “Boy, I already had the great love of my life. No offense, but your hands are too soft to measure up.” She rested a palm on my forearm, and I could feel the softness of the thin skin of her hand. Her hand weighed next to nothing, but the weight of it still made me pause. “You hear me, though, right? Despite your piss-poor gardening, I like you.”


“I got it, Lou,” I said, meeting her eyes. “But I’m good.” The lie tasted bitter. Abby was fun company and things were uncomplicated, but I’d had my mind on someone else since Saturday. And despite how I couldn’t stop thinking about Pearl, I knew she was someone I could not let myself fall for again. “And I’ll work on the garden.”


She laughed and let go of my arm, waving her hand as she walked beside me down the short driveway. “Oh, no. Keep it like it is. I like giving you a hard time, and I get cranky when there’s nothing to complain about.”


After Lou shared a few thoughts on the neighbor’s dog, local politics, and another saucy new mailman—her words—I strode back into the house. Five years earlier, I’d bought the place to fix up, hoping to make it a home and give myself a project away from the office. Now it was done—well, almost done. My laptop sat on the marble kitchen counter, and I scrolled through the emails sitting in my inbox as I cast a quick look to the unfinished backyard.


One from Kevin stood out, and I opened the message faster than I thought possible. I’d not stopped thinking about the board position and the gala all weekend. I scanned Kevin’s email about the paperwork to complete for the board position, but what stood out most was Pearl’s phone number at the bottom, identifying her again as my point person, as if I would have forgotten. Peach, my elderly cat, sauntered by in search of food, and I scratched behind her hairless ears.


My phone buzzed beside my laptop on the counter, and I reached for it without looking, expecting Abby’s voice on the other line as I read through the email again. “How was the salon?”


Without missing a beat, the voice on the other end—which definitely did not belong to Abby—volleyed back. “They never get the bikini wax quite how I like it.”


I chuckled, tapping the icon to put my best friend on speaker. “I’ve told you more than once I don’t wanna know about your bikini line.”


“Yeah, but I always think you’ll change your mind. Someday.”


“Man, we’ve been friends since college and ran a business together. I think the window of time for interest in your hair-removal preferences has passed.”


Wes chuckled. “Calling to see if you still needed help getting those cabinets hung in the basement.”


“Yeah.” I kept scrolling through the emails, but I’d opened Kevin’s email with Pearl’s phone number in a pop-out window, and my gaze kept drifting to the digits. “That’d be great.”


“I’m thinking of planning a climbing trip to Yosemite the last weekend of April. You want in?”


I shook my head. “Can’t. My dad is getting married that Saturday.”


“Again?”


“Lucky number four,” I said, closing my laptop. My mom had initiated their divorce, and in retrospect, I think my dad had been shocked. He’d adored her, and after that, it was like he didn’t trust himself anymore. Every new woman brought on a new version of him. “The new thing is sustainable living.”


“That’s gotta be better than the last one. I don’t know if I ever really saw your dad as a country-club sort.”


“Yeah. His golf game is pretty good now, though.” I glanced out the window again. After Pearl left the company and I tried to move on, I saw myself turning into my dad. Each new woman I dated was like I was trying on a new version of myself—someone who turned into whatever the person I was with wanted. A people pleaser, and I didn’t like it. “Joy seems nice—maybe this one will stick.”


“And if not, this wife will be better for the planet than the golf courses.” Wes chuckled, and I was reminded of one reason we’d been friends for so long. If there was something we were both good at, it was using humor to deflect.


“I’ll pass on all my new composting knowledge after Christmas.” My dad was a good guy who deserved to be happy, but I kept that sad garden and old doghouse out there as a reminder of what happened if I let things get serious. “Did you know Pearl was back in town?”


“Yeah, she told Britt a few weeks ago.”


It was good that we were on the phone and not in person, because it would have been hard to stifle the reflex to punch him in the arm for not telling me what his wife had found out. “And you didn’t think to mention it?” I clicked the delete button on my laptop with too much force as I kept scrolling through my inbox.


“Oh . . .” he said with a chuckle. “You’re pissed I didn’t tell you?”


“You could have mentioned it,” I said, settling into a chair. He knew that, otherwise he would have texted about the cabinets.


“I meant to. I swear.” Wes had been busy with work, so I could give him a pass, except I still had the powerful urge to wrestle him to the ground. “You always insisted nothing happened with you two, though.”


“Nothing did happen.” I glanced at the couch along the wall in my office on instinct. Wes had known I had a thing for Pearl back then, even suspected there was something romantic between us, but I’d never come clean about what actually went down before she left the company. Pearl’s rejection had been humiliating, and I’d hated how I’d been powerless to convince her to give things between us a chance. Then, after the breakups with Amber and Gabriela and Tala, I avoided the humiliation of failed relationships altogether. “Anyway, I’m seeing someone. I’m not interested in Pearl like that. It just would have been nice to know.”


Wes laughed. “I know there’s more to that.”


“Are we done?” I pushed away from the counter and pulled a bottle of water from the fridge. “Can we dissect my romantic past another time?”


“Sure. Should I bring beer on Friday? I’m buying, since I didn’t tell you about Pearl, and you can finally come clean about what happened with you two.”


I ignored the second half of his question and just said, “Sure.” I should have told him about seeing her in person at the gala, but that would open up questions I didn’t want to answer over the phone. Questions I didn’t know how to answer, period. I returned to the emails, finally sitting and resting my elbows on the desk, tension coiling in my neck and across my shoulders.


I glanced at the door and remembered the thousands of times I’d imagined Pearl walking through it. I pictured her soft eyes, which had always intrigued me because the rest of her was so sharp—witty, sarcastic, and efficient. When she looked at me, though, I felt like she was touching me with the barest graze of her fingertips. I had to focus on what was in front of me, where things were going in my life, and stop obsessing about when we’d worked together. Because if there was one thing the past had taught me, Pearl was the very last person I should imagine beside me working on a backyard plan.
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